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When the Lord comes near, he humbles his people. 

Have you ever been truly humbled?  There are a lot of ways that we can be left feeling weak and helpless.  Maybe you 

got talked to by your boss at work, because of poor job performance.  Maybe the grade you got on that test or on that 

paper in high school or college, put you in your place. Maybe a cop pulled you over and you had to put your head down 

because it’s hard to disagree with a radar gun.  Seeing your spouse in a hospital bed leaves you feeling absolutely 

helpless to do anything and is a humbling experience. If you are struggling with an addiction there is a feeling of 

helplessness that leaves us humbled.  But being humbled is not a bad thing, even though it can feel awful at the time. 

Today I want to talk with you about being humbled through repentance, and how that helps our spiritual life.   

This lesson begins in a unique way.  It gives us a little historical background and ties the coming of John the Baptist and 

Jesus to some other people who were very famous at the time.  We can tie these specific people to exact dates in the 

bible.  There is definite value in recognizing the historicity of the bible.  The events in the bible really happened.  And you 

need to know that so that you can be sure that your sin is real and your forgiveness is real.  So, I appreciate Luke here 

tying John the Baptist and Jesus to a very specific time and place.   

The other reason I think it’s interesting to think about these people is that, at the time, everyone in the world knew who 

these people were.  They were the political and religious leaders.  But today, the only reason we are talking about these 

men, is because of their connection to Jesus.  That’s what keeps their names alive today. Pontius Pilate probably thought 

he was a pretty important person at that time period.  But 2000 years later the only reason people know his name is 

because of his connection to Jesus, who he sent to the cross.  Same thing with Herod.  He had a short conversation with 

Jesus just before sending him back to Pontius Pilate where he would be condemned.  Same thing with Annas and 

Caiaphas. That’s the only reason we even talk about these people – Tiberius Caesar, Philip the tetrarch of Iturea and 

Traconitus, and Lysanius tetrarch of Abilene - they walked the earth at the same time as Jesus.  Their lasting identity is 

not wrapped up into who they were and their achievements during their lifetime, which humanly speaking were great. But 

their lasting identity, their legacy, is all based on their connection to Jesus. This is where our story of humility starts today.  

Your worldly achievements, how well-known you are in the world or in the community, how great you are as a father, or 

mother or friend or citizen or employee, is overshadowed by your connection to Jesus. Who you are fades, but your 

connection to Jesus leaves an eternal legacy. Again, this is where the first hint of humility comes into our lesson.    

But John the Baptist’s message that he came to preach is in itself humbling.  Vs 3 talks about that message. It says, “He 

went into the all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  John the 

Baptist’s baptisms were no different than our baptisms.  It’s the same.  It’s rooted in repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins.  So what does that mean?  Repentance is more than just being sorry.  Rather, it begins with a recognition of your 

inability to do anything about your greatest problem.  You are a sinner. You have not lived the life God wanted you to live. 

Neither have I. You were born separated from God, an enemy of God.  And your ability to fix that problem that you have 

with your God is impossible.  

It’s very important to know your limitations.  I know that if I’m flying in a jet at 30,000 ft and both engines blow, I’m not 

going to be able to do anything to fix it. I know that if someone that I love has cancer, I can depend on doctors, drugs and 

God to fix my problem, but I’m personally unable to do anything to fix it.  We have to know our limitations.  We also have 

to know our limitations when it comes to our relationship with God.  It’s humbling to feel so helpless.  But that’s where 

John the Baptist’s message had to start.  That paves the way for the Savior, which is really a modern day metaphor for 

everything that we see quoted from the book of Isaiah here.  Luke quotes Isaiah’s words from 700 years before Jesus that 

prophesies what John the Baptist is going to preach about.  And the description is about crooked roads, rough ways, and 

valleys that are made smooth.  This is what Isaiah said John the Baptist would do with his preaching.  “As it is written in 

the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make 

straight paths for him. 5 Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become 

straight, the rough ways smooth.”  He’s not talking about road construction.  He’s talking about heart construction.  In our 

heart we have mountains of pride that need to be bulldozed.   

That’s how we are born in this world.  And John the Baptist’s message of repentance for the forgiveness of sins is a 

reminder that we are completely incapable of solving the biggest problem in our life – our severed relationship with God. 

As Christians, we know this.  Christmas time is a joyful time of year, but there is also something humbling about it.  It’s 

recognizing that I can’t do this.  That’s why this child came.  He didn’t come to be your example.  He came to be your 

substitute and do it for you.  He didn’t come to show you the way.  He is the way.  What a relief! He didn’t say I’ll do 99% 

of the work, I’ll just leave the rest to you. He said, “It is finished.”  Your sins are forgiven.  Repentance is recognizing that 

while we are utterly helpless, Christ has fully done it.  That’s what faith is.  It’s not just trust in Christ for your salvation.  It’s 



a lack of trust in yourself for salvation.  It means that your pride goes from pride in self, to pride in Christ.  That is the 

foundation of Christianity.   

But even after we are a Christian we have to be careful that those valleys of pride don’t continue to pop up and snuff out 

the forgiveness that Christ won for us. What can easily happen to us is, instead of focusing on our own sins as a reminder 

of our need for a Savior, we look at the sins of others.  We hear the pastor talk about homosexual sin and we think, “Yeah, 

you get ‘em, pastor,” but we forget about our own struggles with heterosexual sin. We shake our heads at the horror of 

prostitution and human trafficking and think, “How could anyone do such a thing?” But we feel uncomfortable when we 

hear that pornography is just as sinful in God’s eyes. We are livid when the topic of abortion comes up, a sin against the 

5th commandment, and appalled that anyone would make that choice, but we are humbled when the 5th commandment 

also includes hatred and losing our temper.  It’s easy to know that you need a Savior when you look at the bad choices 

and the big sins that you committed in life.  But it’s when we look at the good things that we do and the poor choices that 

others around us make that those valleys of pride can spring back up again. And instead of thinking about our need for a 

Savior, we think about their need for a Savior.   

And so let’s look again at what John the Baptist was preaching about: A baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

The way God designed baptism was to show us as clearly as possible that this is not your work, but this is God’s work in 

your heart.  If he wanted us to believe that this was something we earned and worked for, he could have said that you 

have to be baptized with goats milk that you personally brought back from the Himalayas after hiking there and back again 

to prove your worth. He could have said that a true baptism only comes if you pilgrimage to the arctic and you bring back 

some ice from a glacier and be baptized with that water.  Or he could have said, if you want to be baptized you have to be 

a specific age. You have to know enough about the bible to pass a trivia test.  And you have to be truly and sincerely 

committed to Jesus.  Instead, he said to use the most common element on earth, water, as if he thought to himself, “How 

can I make it as clear as possible that there was nothing special that they did to become my own child, and that this was 

all my work in them.?”  God promises that with a little bit of water and a little bit of God’s Word, pride in self is bulldozed 

down, and pride in Christ is built up because of the forgiveness and salvation that he won for us.  Baptism is a good 

reminder of how repentance is not our work but God’s work in us.   

If you’ve ever had to go into surgery before, it’s a nerve wracking thing, because they put you under and as you are going 

under you wonder if the next face you are going to see is the doctor’s after the surgery or Jesus himself.  And when you 

come back out of surgery and see the doctors and nurses you had to admit that you did nothing to help yourself.  They did 

it all.  Thank God for our Savior who fixed us when we were unable.  He perfectly lived in your place for you.  When you 

fell into temptation, he didn’t.  When you had thoughts or actions of hate and lust, no matter how big or small, he didn’t.  

While it’s humbling to hear that, it’s also a relief to know.  When you were baptized, he credited to you his perfect life.  You 

can’t improve on perfection.  You can’t be more holy than holy. That’s how God sees you now.  Your entire identity is not 

based on who you are and what you have done, good or bad, but it’s based on Christ.   

I was hiking in the woods not too long ago.  And I was on a path that you could tell had been bulldozed maybe 10 years 

ago.  But now, 10 years later there was thick brush, trees had fallen down on the path.  It needed maintenance.  So does 

our heart.  We need regular maintenance to bulldoze those mountains of pride in self that have a way of growing in our 

heart, and refocus our pride in Christ.  Repentance is what does that in us.  But again, it’s not our work, but God’s work in 

our heart.  He gifts to us a number of tools that the Lord uses to bulldoze our hearts.  That’s why he gave us a 

congregation of believers. Together we jointly and publicly confess our sins in these worship services.  We are reminded 

of our sinfulness and of our Savior. We study God’s Word together and are reminded of our failings, but also the victory 

we have in Christ.  We take the Lord’s Supper which again calls to mind the sacrifice of our Savior because we could do 

nothing to help ourselves, and win the forgiveness that he won for us.  P. 295 in your hymnals is a great way to exercise 

repentance.  It prepares you for the sacrament by causing you to remember your sins, and your Savior, and the blessings 

he gives you in this sacrament.   

So let’s live a life of repentance, a life that recognizes how weak we are and how strong our Savior is.  When we do that, 

we don’t look down on others when they mess up, because we’ve done the same.  But we remind them of their sin, and of 

their Savior.  Living a life of repentance means that we don’t punish ourselves with guilt for something that we did in the 

past.  Christ already suffered for that sin, forgiveness is yours.  Living a life of repentance means you fight against your 

vices, whatever they are, because we want to live as the holy child of God that he made us to be through our baptism.  

And when you fail, you know that you already have forgiveness in Christ.   

Isaiah says that that work of repentance in your heart leads to this, in vs 6 it says, “And all people will see God’s 

salvation.” Despite your sins, no matter how great or how small, it all leads to this: salvation.  You are going to see it with 

your own eyes.  There is your pride and there is your hope.  It’s yours now.  Someday you’ll be able to see it. Amen.   


